
BY JEREMY SAPP

nce I met a
couple on an

elevator ride in
South Lake Tahoe.
My wife and I drove
in from Oregon to
attend a wedding
while they flew from
Los Angeles. The mountains around
Lake Tahoe had snow hiding in the
shadows below their bright granite
peaks. I mentioned how surprised I
was to see the snow in late August. This
couple shook their heads and said that
there was no snow, but merely rocks.
Our conversations continued over the
weekend. They were born and raised in
the Los Angeles basin. Television was
the lens through which they experi-
enced the world. Hollywood’s capabili-
ty to showcase the natural world was
what it had become.

Later, I began to understand how a
disconnect from the natural world
influenced our expectations of it.
Today, I hear viewpoints about forests
that are based on a similarly limited
perception, creating an imaginative
understanding of forests.

We’ve challenged reality before,
particularly with our art. The natural
world was idealized through art.
American Romanticism allowed
American culture to orient itself
around nature and birthed two art
movements. The Hudson River School
established the American landscape as
an artform. Asher Durand portrayed
the natural world with magnificent
paintings of intriguing images of trees
and landscapes. His “Large tree in the
woods” beautifully depicts a massive
tree. The Rocky Mountain School’s
Thomas Moran unified the divine with
nature in his painting of the “Mountain
of the Holy Cross.”

In my understanding, the American
West moved from something rough
and difficult to become a nostalgic
time and place. Charlie Russell, the
Cowboy Artist, brought detailed sculp-
tures and paintings of the west to life.
Artists Frederic Remington put the
idealized west into the hands of

wealthy easterners. Russell helped
bridge the gap between Hollywood
and the west. And John Ford purpose-
fully attempted to duplicate images of
the west created by Remington in his
movies. 

The natural world and the
American West are part of our culture.
One of the branches of this is our idea
of forests. The idealized images of
forests carried from the Hudson and
Rocky Mountain Schools of Art to early
western cinematography, and even to
Walt Disney, shape how we view
forests.  

From early Walt Disney cartoons to
the most current, the natural world is
shown as a thing of wonder and awe.
Images of gentle and serene forests
and streams are brought into our
minds. The salvation of humans and
animals is found in the spirited forest.  

In recent times, computer graphics
animate nature. Avatar’s CG images of
forests register with people as a place
of majesty and wonder. Video games
artists’ rendering of trees, animals, and
landscapes provide us with images of a
detailed and fresh world. Horizon Zero
Dawn and God of War display land-

scape images that invoke a desire to
experience their natural world.

The public land we have in America
can be felt and experienced. In the
western part of America much of this
public land is forested. Our National
Park Service, Forest Service, and state
forests manage millions of acres of
publicly accessible forestland. 

Our society has changed over the
last few decades. Many people moved
from rural environments to urban set-
tings. This urbanization removed peo-
ple from a daily experience with the
natural world. Many of our daily
encounters with nature are between a
vehicle and a building. And much of
our experience and understanding of
nature is through weekend trips.  

Another change is the amount of
disposable income families have. We
can leave the city and easily travel to
forestland. We can drive hi-tech, 4-
wheel drive vehicles and camp in
luxury.

I believe the result of knowing
nature through art, urbanization, and
our ability to easily experience forests
creates a forest that lives and breathes
in our imaginations, a forest of the
imagination.  

However, foresters know forests dif-
ferently than those who see them as an
amalgam of digital images and week-
end trips. Some of the attack on the
forest industry is fueled by ideas of
what the forest is thought to be. But
there are examples of foresters captur-
ing the imagination of the public. The
thinning and broadcast burning
around Bend, Ore., comes to mind.
Here Forest Service leaders found a
way to capture the imagination of the
public that brought about a wide-
spread understanding of what a forest
is, ways to interact with a forest, and
how to manage a forest. A real forest
that captured the imagination of the
community.  ◆
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Jeremy, Emmett, Casey, and
Shannon Sapp enjoy a day of hiking
in the Tillamook State Forest.


